The Coming of the Friars

On entering the college you are struck at once by
the fact that Merton is not as other colleges arranged
on a preconceived plan. But the irregular and dis-
connected arrangement of the buildings of the quad-
rangle are themselves suggestive of the fact that it was
from Merton and the plans of its founder that the
college quadrangles may trace their origin, as it is
from Merton that they derive their constitution. The
hall, the chapel, the libraries and the living rooms, as
essentials for college life, were first adopted here, and
these buildings were disposed in an unconnected manner
about a quadrangular court after the fashion of the
outer Curia of a monastery. The regular disposition
of college quadrangles was first completed by
Wykeham, and whilst other colleges have conformed
to the perfected shape, Merton remains in its very
irregularity proudly the prototype, the mother of
colleges.

Of the college buildings the most noteworthy is the
library, the oldest example of the mediaeval library in
England. It was the gift of William Rede, Bishop
of Chichester (1377). The dormer and east
windows and the ceiling are later, but the library as it
is, though enriched by the improvements of succeeding
centuries, beautiful plaster-work and panelling, noble
glass and a sixteenth century ceiling, is not very
different from that in which the mediaeval student
pored over the precious manuscripts chained to the
rough sloping oaken desks which project from the
bookcases. These bookcases stand out towards the
centre of the room and form, with a reader's bench
opposite to each of the narrow lancet windows, a
series of reader's compartments. How the books
were fastened and used in those days, you may gain
a good idea by examining the half case numbered
forty-five.
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